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INTRODUCTION 

As the 21st Century rapldly approaches, Southeast Asia 1s at peace and presents 

sign&ant opportumtles for the Umted States to realize vital objectives of its national secunty 

strategy Durmg the past 50 years, the Umted States has been involved m two major confkts m 

this strategcally important region In World War II, we Island hopped through the Phihppmes 

eqoymg ultimate victory m the Pa&c theater whle m the Vietnam War, the Untted States 

expenerked pohcy fiulures and conflicts m the nation’s w11l Southeast Asia, conslstmg of the 

countnes of Thaknd, Cambodia, Burma, Laos, Vietnam, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, Brunei, 

and Phljppmes, (see Figure I below) presents opportumtles for the Umted States to enhance Its 

security, bolster Amenca’s econonuc prosperq and promote democracy abroad Once the 

battlefield of the Cold War, experts believe that U S presence m the region, the denuse of the 

Soviet Umon and the fall of commumsm have produced a nets environment for econormc growth 

and pohtlcal stablhty It 1s now the breeding ground for fledgmg democracies and flounshmg 

econormc actlvlty whch can contnbute slgmficantly to many U S natlonal Interests well mto the 

next century 

Southeast Asia’s geographic location, posltloned along one of the most Important 

waterways of the world, near the world’s second largest economy, and next to perhaps a 

burgeoning superpower, points to an area of major strategic importance to the Umted States 

While the Umted States 1s partlclpatmg m multilateral secunty dialogues, such as the Assoclatlon 

of Southeast Asian Nations (,4SEAK) Regional Forum, the Umted States has reduced its military 

presence and has hrmted econonuc interests m the region Gwen the region’s growmg economic 

importance, there are several U S national Interests which must be nurtured and momtored m 

Southeast Asia to ensure that pohtlcal stablhty, econormc growth m the region and growmg 



democratic mstltutlons contmue thex forward progression of independent natlon-states that are 

stable and secure To ensure these trends contmue, the United States needs to mamtam regional 

stablhty, promote U S econormc access, and perhaps enhance U S economx investments m the 

area U S natlonal interests, should be consldered both generally on a regional basis and country 

specific because of the dlverslty and complex@ of ths region 

FIGURE I - SOUTHEAST ASIA 

UNITED STATES NATIONAL INTERESTS 

The Umted States has several interests m thus region which stand out The most important 

to the Umted States for our continuance as the world’s sole superpower m the fLture IS the 

stability of the region, which continues to foster trade and mamtam access to open markets In 
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order to support these objectives, rt IS necessary to preserve the securny and free passage of naval 

(maritime and commercial) vessel’s sea hnes of commumcations through the critical straits of 

Malacca., Sunda, and Lombok The pursuance of democratic governments which advocate 

improvements m human nghts are also high m pnonty as they tend to lead to better diplomatic 

relations and decrease considerably the chances of confhcts Because of the strategic importance 

of this region and the consequences of confhct undermmmg our objectives, the continued forward 

presence of Umted States nnhtary personnel and equipment m the region is vital With the 

closures of Clark An Force Base and Subic Bay Naval Base m the Phlhppmes m 1992, the 

unportance of posmomng our naval vessels m the port of Smgapore has taken on much greater 

slgmficance Additionally, this presence may create the desired envrronment wherein no smgle 

internal or external power takes control of and dommates the entire regron The current balance of 

power fulfills U S needs and those of the countnes m the regron Fmally, the contamment of the 

development or possrble usage of any type weapon of mass destructron and the need to decrease 

if not stop the flow of illegal narcotics out of the “Golden Tnangle” is of great interest to our 

nation 

The Umted States has srgmficant interests m trade and investments wrth Southeast Asia 

The ASEAS countries, for example, constitute the largest regional trading partner of the Umted 

States after Northeast Asia and the European Union In 1990, U S two-way trade with the 

ASEAK countries, totaled $49 5 bilhon ‘L’ S exports totaled $20 6 bilhon ’ Kot only are U S 

exports to the ASEkU countries large compared wnh exports to other countnes around the 

world, but then economies have been growmg faster than most of the economies around the 

world Increased U S exports to the region would mean more jobs m the United States Since 

’ Bresnan, John. From Dominoes to Dynamos (NY, Council on Foreign Relations Press)27 



U S exports to the ASEAN countnes are diverse, increased U S economic stimulus, mcludmg 

Job creation, would be widely spread across the U S economy Such U S economic sectors 

would include electromcs, an-craft, computers, engmeermg equipment, telecommumcations 

equipment, entertamment related products and certain commodities 

In addition, U S investment m the region is sigmficant U S Investment m oil and gas 

production totals about $20 brlhon Additonally, about $30 bilhon is invested m other economic 

sectors such as mmerals mmmg, manufactunng and financial services mcludmg bankmg * In 

short, current and potential growth m U S investment m the ASEAS countnes and the level of 

trade wnh them gives the U S a substantial economic interest m the region 

Lastly, a classic tenet m U S national secunty strategy IS to foster and promote 

democracy Democratic mstitutions and ideals have made progress m some countnes of the 

region It is m the Umted States’ interest to continue to promote human rights and democratic 

ideals as appropnate for each country 

THREATS 

Even though Southeast Asia currently exhibits positive trends and actions favorable to 

Urnted States’ national secunty obJectives, there are threats to U S national interests m the region 

that could unravel thrs positive situation If the United States were forced out of the region either 

for pohtical or economic reasons, or if an external power, such as Japan or China, were to 

dominate the trade and market flow, serious consequences could permeate all the way back to the 

United States Our own economy would suffer and the resultmg polmcal mstabihties m the region 

could lead to nnhtary conflict Another danger is that the larger economies of Chma and Japan 

could dominate this region as trading partners, thus possibly reducing U S economic prospenty 

’ lbld, 25 
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Closely tied to economic prosperity and regional stability 1s the issue of free passage of the 

waterways and security A closure of the straits restnctmg free passage of mantime vessels from 

the Middle East and South Asia to the Far East and subsequently to the United States could also 

dramatically increase the price of oil and adversely affect the world economy This act could be 

consrdered an act of war and rmhtary conflict would surely follow m the region 

Other threats mclude the followmg Economic prosperity often leads to a buildup m 

defense and defense spendmg because nations now have the means to upgrade their armed forces 

and assume a greater role m their own defense Without safeguards, such buildups can be seen as 

threatenmg to neighbors, and lead to an arms race, which can be a destablhzmg force m the 

region Another potential destabihzmg factor m this area IS the unresolved terntonal disputes 

A noteworthy threat to the stab&y of the region and the interests of the Urnted States could be a 

change in the current leadership of some of the important countries, who would be less favorable 

or open to hberahzed markets Should President Suharto dre, step down or be overthrown, the 

srtuatlon m Indonesia could change for the worst If the Ramos government m the Phrhppmes 

does not succeed, will democracy contmue to be the government of choice there3 If Vietnam 

falters, does that nation, which was Just brought back mto the family of nations and made a 

member of ASEAN m 1995, revert back to its old form of governance7 Does Cambodra and 

Burma contmue to resist change and show prelmxnary signs of becommg a rogue state? Can 

Smgapore, this tmy gold mme of an island, continue to mamtam the economic prosperity and be a 

center for financial and industrial markets? The United States must remam vlg&urt regardmg 

these potential threats and as mdlcators begm to appear reflecting shifts towards any of the 

aforementioned posslbllmes, our mtervention could be necessary 
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OPPORTUNITIES 

Despite potential threats, current stablhty m the region favors posmve trends 

contmumg As a result, mcreasmg opportumtles exist for the Umted States to advance its 

interests Assummg that the Clmton Adrmmstratlon ~11 not drastically change its overall national 

secunty strate,T for their second term of office, engagement and enlargement will and should 

continue to be the dnvmg force behmd our dIplomatIc, econormc and rmhtary lmtlatlves On the 

econormc front, our contmued engagement m the developing econormes bilaterally shows 

tremendous prormse Mhtanly, our presence m the region w111 enhance the rmhtary to rmhtary 

exercises, and through the IMET (International Mhtary EducatIonal Trammg) program, the 

semor rmhtary leadershp and U S leadershp can form a common understandmg m addressmg 

issues important to U S interests While the maJonty of the agreements that the Umted States 1s 

m\ol\ed with m the regon are bilateral, slgmficant opportum~ lies with Increased partlclpatlon m 

the multilateral orgamzatlons m Southeast Asia Lendmg support for ASEAY expansion from 

seven to ten countnes by the turn of the century will hkely mcrease stablhty m the region The 

ASEAY Regional Forum (ARF) and Asia-Paefic Economic Cooperation (APEC) are behlcles of 

great prormse to increase U S polmcal and econormc engagement m the region The 

establishment of a Southeast Asia Nuclear Weapon Free Zone (SEAnWFZ) treaty has greatly 

enhanced stablhty m the region and should be preserved These multllateral mstltutlons present 

opportumtles to work on the prominent transnatlonal issues such as the envn-onment, population 

control, terronsm, and deforestation whch are also important to the United States 

UNITED STATES NATION& SECURITY STRATEGY 
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What should the Urnted States do in formulatmg its future pohcy towards the region3 

Imtially, w e should continue to expand our trade and investments m the region and encourage 

hberal markets Fostermg free open markets can only benefit the entire region and further its 

integration m the global economy Secondly, by mamtarmng a forward presence m the region, we 

can ensure security of the straits, mamtam a balance of power m the region, and enhance our rapid 

deployment strategy By encouraging and assistmg Southeast Asian countries in developing 

secunty transparency and other confidence bulldmg measures, the U S can help promote regronal 

stability Thirdly, the key to success m the region is the further strengthenmg of the vanous 

multilateral organizations m Southeast Asia Additionally, transnatlonal issues are important and 

we must find areas of mutual cooperation, which can help strengthen our relationships Lastly, 

the issue of human nghts must be folded mto the equatron along with mtellectual property nghts 

In lmplementmg our strategy, we must remam flexible We must recogmze and accept the 

cultural differences m our approaches and tailor our transactrons/negotiatlons accordmgly Armed 

with the knowledge that m this region, mformal arrangements rather than formal arrangements 

work better, we should learn to work wrthm this framework Country- specific recommendations 

follow 

THAILAND 

* Contmue with the current an and secunty agreements 

BUIZlMA . 

* Polmcal reform must evolve before formal dialogue can be estabhshed 

* Encourage mvolvement of Southeast Asian countries 

LAOS 



* Support entry mto ASEAN by the turn of the century 

Cl4ikfBODIA 

* Build democratic mstltutlons, promote human nghts and foster economc development 

* Prevent Khymer Rouge’s return to power 

* Support entry mto ASEAN 

VlETNM 

* Contmue urlth normahzatlon of &plomatlc relations 

il!i%LA YSIA 

* Restart bilateral, rmhtary trammg exercises 

SINGAPORE 

* Continue naval and air agreements 

* Foster relatlonshp as pnnclpal foreign investor and secunty partner 

INDONESIA 

* Work with government to solve the workers/human nghts issues 

PHILIPPfiVES I 

* Continue mutual secunty agreement 

* Develop a peaceful resolution to the Spratly’s terntonal dispute mth Chma 

CONCL USION 

For the foreseeable future, Umted States mvolvement and presence m the region ~111 help 

promote stablhty, guarantee sea lmes of commumcatlons, promote democratic ideals, and help to 

enhance the economic prospenty of the region as well as the United States’ A core U S interest 
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m Southeast Asia IS econormc Southeast Asia’s entry mto the global economy has agmficantly 

benefited the region and the Umted States Demographc and econormc trends indicate continued 

growth and liberal market practices Experts mamtam that maxmnzatlon of benefits fro open 

markets can only be achieved through more democratic forms of governments Therefore, It 1s 

hoped that over tnne, more democratic forms of government ~111 emerge It follows that human 

nghts problems as well as secunty concerns could dlrmmsh m ths area This, however, 1s a more 

long term prognosis and IS dependent on continued economc growth Additionally, It should be 

remembered that mstltutlons associated mth democratic governments (mtegnty of elections, 

powers of legislatures, freedom of the press, and independence of courts, to name a few) are 

goals that the people of Southeast Asia need to accept and want for themselves enough to 

struggle for 3 

%d, 61 
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